El suelo en
duelo

I wish to acknowledge that we are on occupied territory. I pay respect to Indigenous People’s past and present as the traditional owners of the land on
which I developed my thesis research and practice, namely the Wampanoag
and Narragansett peoples, whose ancestral lands have been occupied by the
Rhode Island School of Design. I note too that I stand on a campus that was
built through profiting from the trans-Atlantic slave trade and by the labor
of enslaved Black and Brown lives. As BIPOC folks continue their struggle for
equality and justice, I want to emphasize that many of the central themes
of this thesis, decolonization, resistance, settlement refusal, including the
value of land have been important for and practiced by Black, Brown and
Indigenous Peoples on this land long before I began thinking, making and
writing about them. This acknowledgement serves as a continuous process
to honor and recognize the ongoing dedication and importance of Black,
Brown and Indigenous Peoples within our communities and within the land
that we gather, live, learn and work on.

This is a thesis about colonialism.
When I was seven years old I interrogated my mom about the consequences of Puerto Rico achieving its independence from the United States. I remember asking her “If
Puerto Rico gains its independence, would that mean that we would no longer be able
to purchase apples at the store?” The warm climate prohibits apples from growing in
Puerto Rico. I never liked apples, and would much rather have had oranges, but I guess
that concerned me at that time. She looked at me with a funny look. With that funny
look that any parent has on their face when they’re trying to explain to their seven-yearold how the United States occupied colonized their country. Maybe you don’t know the
look. She proceeded to kindly explain that we would most likely not run out of apples,
and that gaining independence would actually mean that we could freely choose what
apples we wanted to have, rather than have others govern our apple negotiations. Of
course, this is a simplified version of what it means to live in a colony, but this memory
always stayed with me, it guides the making outlined in this thesis.
“El suelo en duelo” is a series of writings and visual works that outline resistance tactics
against colonialism in the context of the United State’s occupation over Puerto Rico.1
Using sand as my weapon of choice, I consider its potential to refuse legibility and transform our lived experiences through the act of play. The ground becomes an active agent,
a space of resistance, and a place for mourning our histories.

1 “El suelo en duelo” transaltes to both “The dueling ground” and “The mourning ground.”

Playgrounds | 30” x 30” x 4” each | Charcoal screenprint on sand from Puerto Rico

The sand was the first to witness the impact of the Spanish when they landed on
the Northeast of the archipelago and when the gringos disembarked on the coast
of Guánica. It was present during the protests against the occupation of the North
American Navy in Vieques and during the recent kayak protests against the lack of
supplies, transportation and hospitals in Culebra. Sand testifies to the colonial history that has defined Puerto Rico. Much like its people, it has become an index of the
archipelago’s past, present and future. The ground is synchronous with our history. It
changes with our circumstances, withholding our histories in a continuous state of flux.

Sand occupies without hesitation. It slips between
our toes and invades the most intimate parts of our
bodies. Its presence constitutes a margin that delineates the boundaries between the recognized and
the recognizable. 2 By shifting, morphing and blurring, sand is able to refuse legibility, disidentifying
with the flattened readings of historically othered
spaces that have been essentialized by the process
of colonization. Blurring is a form of protection, not
as an act of removal of thought, feeling and memory,
but as a process of becoming hidden or less distinct
to others, as a tactic of defense that reclaims what
has been consumed and made visible by others.
Sand proposes a strategic retaliation, a manifestation of variance, and a possibility to generate a rupture between the recognized and the recognizable.

2 Recognized: Notable; honored; distinguished.
Recognizable: Identified; Able to be recognized.
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In the Spanish-speaking Caribbean the word “peregrina” is a homonym. It refers to the children’s game of hopscotch that consisting of tossing a coin or rounded stone over a series
of numbered squares drawn on the ground and hopping over the numbers, attempting to
retrieve the small object without stepping on the lines or falling out of bounds. Its other
meaning refers to a person who walks through distant lands far away from their birthplace.
Additionally, the word “hopscotch” in English means to move erratically. I highlight these
definitions to situate us on a path being traveled by a subject in a continuous state of flux.
A path laid out by five hundred years of unwelcomed treading and a traveler whose walking
has become merely habitual movements, erratically seeking to complete a journey.
There is no rest on this path, nowhere to repose. Transferring from square to square,
hoping begins to feel like hopping and hopping begins to feel like limping. Seeking stability
but finding yourself out of bounds, testing the limits of resistance.
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How to Play Hopscotch: A Step by Step Guide
1. Outline a path. Consider its power and directionality.3
2. The first subject tosses a marker into the first square; it must land within the confines of the square without bouncing out or touching a line. If the marker lands out of
bounds don’t worry, it was never your turn!
3. Question permanence.
4. The subject then hops through the course, making sure to skip the square with the
marker in it. Subjects limp in single squares with one foot (either foot is fine), and use
two feet for the side by side squares, one in each square. If you land out of bounds,
don’t worry, it was never expected that you would succeed.
5. Diverge. Diverge.
6. Tip: infrastructures often only become visible once they start to break down.
7. Need a rest? Sorry! Play continues until an error occurs. Resist.
8. Look up from the course! Focus your attention on the center as well as on the margins. Look from the outside in and from the inside out.4
9. Upon completion of the hop sequence, the player continues their turn, tossing the
marker into square number two and repeating the pattern.
10. Rehearse a playful act of cultural resignification.

3 Sara Ahmed, “On Being Directed,” in Living a Feminist Life (New Delhi: Zubaan, 2019), 43.
4 Bell Hooks, “Feminist Theory: from Margin to Center,” in Feminist Theory: from Margin to Center (New York: Routledge,
2015), ix.
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Playing occurs within a transitional state, one that is adjacent to reality itself but enables
rules, referents and signifiers that players can challenge to defy current social structures. An
example of this is the many methods Puerto Ricans used to protest #RickyRenuncia in the
Summer of 2019. The movement demanded the resignation of its then Governor Ricardo
Roselló, following a 900-page chat group leak published by the Centro de Periodismo Investigativo, which contained sexist, homophobic, classist, misogynistic and violent comments.
It also contained evidence of deep-seated corruption in our government. Puerto Ricans took
to the streets with ingenious forms of protest such as organizing motorcycling, horseback
riding and maritime rallies, ballroom events, dancing bomba and plena, and even conducting
cacerolazos at 8:00 p.m. every night.5 One of the most memorable acts of protest was when
artist Rosenda Álvarez Faro physically changed the name of “La Calle Fortaleza” in Old San
Juan to “Calle de la Resistencia” (Resistance Street) and soon after Google Maps officially
recognized the street with its new name. What felt like playing and creative ways of standing
up to systems of power quickly became real methods that altered the game at play.
In this playful state, we rebuilt and constructed new relationships, fabricating fictions as an
act of survival and as a chance at amending our lived experiences.
Games are ambivalent.
The rules of the game are not laws.
The obligation is not immutable.
Resistance and play are dynamic practices where the rules can always be redefined. The players who intervene qualify as critics and deconstructors in the face of the established order.
If playing is to oppose the seriousness of life, then play consists of resisting. These qualities
situate playing at the center of resistance where the exercise of resisting distances itself
from adapting. In turn it intends change, transformation, and even survival and prevailing
against structures of power. Play as resistance, is the cognitive and corporeal rehearsal that
reveals that everything can be put into discussion; even the game itself.
5 A cacerolazo is a form of protest which consists of a group of people making noise by banging pots, pans, and other utensils, producing chaos to propose a new order.
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In order to perpetuate itself, every oppression must corrupt or distort those various
sources of power within the culture of the oppressed that can provide energy for change.
Audre Lorde, The Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power

“El suelo en duelo” is a product of encabronamiento and joyful making.6 Being at close proximity to making, thinking and speculating about play and resistance can ironically make
you forget the most essential quality embodied in these activities, joy. Don’t mistake me
situating joy at the center of resistance for a lack of being angry. Sigo encabroná. However,
joy is a propulsive force and as Lorde mentions, an “energy for change.”7 It’s a path towards
liberation that exerts pressure against the rigidity and control of oppressive structures. Let
this body of work invite you to listen to what delights you and use it as a force to counter and
contrast lo que te encabrona.

Joy is resistance.
La alegría es resistencia.

6 Encabronamiento means to be pissed off or angry in a vulgar way.
7 Audre Lorde and Mahogany L. Browne, “Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power,” in Sister Outsider (New York, NY: Penguin
Books, 2020), 87.

I would like to give my appreciation to my committee Andrew Raftery, Nicole J. Caruth
and Shey Rivera Ríos for their unconditional support and encouragement. Your insight
has been invaluable in providing new vantage points to understand the potential my
practice has to articulate narratives that challenge oppressive structures. Special thanks
to Nicole and Shey for always reminding me that dreaming and speculating are central
in the path towards liberation.
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and encouraging letters throughout these past two years. Lxs llevo en mi corazón.
Thank you to Geoffrey for the countless building consutls and continous encouragement.
Gracias a mi familia Rafy, Myriam, Diego y Myriam por siempre soñar conmigo y hacer lo
imposible para ayudarme a llegar al lugar donde me encuentro hoy. Esto es para ustedes.

Siempre agradecida,
Mariana

Works Cited

Ahmed, Sara. “On Being Directed.” Essay. In Living a Feminist Life. New Delhi: Zubaan, 2019.
Lorde, Audre, and Mahogany L. Browne. “Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power.” In Sister
Outsider. New York, NY: Penguin Books, 2020.
Hooks, Bell. “Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center.” Preface. In Feminist Theory: from
Margin to Center. New York: Routledge, 2015.

